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      Angelie Gunnarson inhaled the crisp, briny air that drifted from the pools of stagnant water lying within the wreck. Silvery struts stuck up from the damp ground, but vines and moss covered most of the old starship. An overload of rich greens. The vegetation penetrated into the decks and systems within the vessel.

      Around Angelie stood a thick forest made up mostly of some kind of pine tree. Or the tree here on Equis that filled the same niche as the pines back on Old Earth. Needles and cones on the branches. Lots of dead branches on the lower part of the trunks, with green high above. Some of the trunks reached over thirty meters from their spreading roots.

      Back on Old Earth, though, pines liked more temperate climates. Here the air was already thick and muggy, the soil damp from heavy overnight rain. The sweet, thick scent of the trees’ sap and needles filled the air.

      Birds called, though Angelie had yet to see anything but a brief flash of crimson or yellow wings through the forest. There were animal prints in some patches of exposed ground too. Something like wild boars. And sometimes, from far in the distance, came the chilling sounds of something howling. A pack of them. Easy to picture a dozen wolves prowling and circling prey.

      The wreck lay in a clearing. Probably a swathe of trees taken down when the vessel plunged groundward. The forest still not recovered fully after decades. The vegetation in front of Angelie, around the wreck, was notably different from the forest behind.

      There were scraggly, big-leafed trees just a few meters high, and creepers across most of the ground. Some trails left by the animals looking for food, or a place to bed down for the night.

      On Equis the days and nights were long. The planet spun on its axis in a shade under thirty-two hours. Things got cool at night, and warm through the daylight hours. Real warm.

      But the forest insulated itself. A thick canopy, lots of branches. Thick needle-filled humus coated much of the ground.

      Right now, the sky glowed gold with the newly-risen sun. High clouds shone.

      Angelie far preferred the warmth to her last assignment. Six months on an ice ball called Ardecelle. Glaciers as far as the equator. Utterly uninhabitable beyond about ten or fifteen degrees north or south.

      The plan there had been to set up those big old factory units to warm the atmosphere. Someone figured it was a good enough place to experiment with terraforming. The story was that it would take a hundred and fifty years. Most people working on it wouldn’t live  to see the results.

      And Angelie had moved on. Some good work on how the planet was changing, a brief love affair, and a nice paycheck at the end. She would do it all again.

      Well, maybe not the love affair. Cal was a nice enough guy, but they had different outlooks. He liked to just bull on through things and she liked to gather data first.

      Kind of like here.

      And at least here she didn’t have to wear six layers and make sure her clothing’s heating coils were charged up.

      The bulk of the wreck was like a small hill. Probably about twenty meters high at its apex. It was hard to tell the exact height with the blanket of vegetation across it. Lots of holes in the sides.

      The Raven had been over two hundred and fifty meters, stem to stern. Or prow to nacelles, as Vikram liked to say. Across the beam, the ship had been close to thirty meters. She tapered at the nose slightly, and more so at the stern. Kind of like a whale without fins or a tail.

      In another ten years, all evidence of her would be gone. The forest would have consumed her, the way tiny organisms consumed a whale carcass lying on the ocean floor.

      From the direction of the encampment came the sound of an engine. One of the transport units–truks–bringing the day’s supplies over.

      Angelie had made an effort to rise early and walk over to the wreck. It was invigorating. And, it was hard to be cooped up indoors for sixteen hours.

      With not knowing enough about the environment though, it was possibly too dangerous to be outdoors after dark. Better to stay safe.

      The Raven. Thirty-six years–standard–since she’d come down in a fiery blaze of molten shards. Discovered just two years ago. Angelie and the others were the second team to make it out to Equis to investigate.

      Starships didn’t just crash. Not like that.

      And investigation teams didn’t just disappear like that.

      Especially with their own vessel–the Candid Moments–missing from orbit. No trace of that vessel.

      It had either left orbit, or crashed elsewhere on the planet. But before it had done either, the ship had fired off a skip buoy with information that the crew were on the surface. They hadn’t just taken the vessel and skipped off to some secret location.

      Gable had been careful to check through all the registers for the last couple of years. Just to ensure that the Candid Moments hadn’t shown up elsewhere. Even with different livery and transponders.

      No. The crew were on the ground.

      But where were they?

      So now, here Angelie was, trying to help figure out not only what had gone wrong with the starship to cause the crash, but also to figure out what had happened to the first investigative team. A hot environment like this, it could be just about anything. Wild animals. Bogs. A falling tree.

      The sound of the engine grew closer. Someone shouted.

      Angelie turned and waved. It was Beni, the main tech on their team of six. Beni was the one you went to if you broke something and needed it fixed. He’d either mill you a new one, or give the thing a couple of twists and it would go again.

      A week back, as their own ship, the Husky, had made her languorous approach into Equis, Angelie’s handheld had cracked. The display leaked a goopy blue mix and Ciko, the AI, had stopped responding.

      Her handheld, like most, was a palm-sized oblong disk, the shape of a skipping stone. It fitted easily into a pocket and easily into her hand. Always warm, it was oddly comforting, even when it wasn’t active. And it had been disconcerting to have it damaged.

      Beni had grinned. He liked a challenge. Two hours later, he’d come back with the handheld, a fresh piece of quartz mounted on the front, and no sign of the goop.

      “The AI might be a bit gammy for a while,” he’d told Angelie, “But give her a few days and she’ll figure herself out and be just like her old self. No, don’t kiss me.”

      “I wasn’t going to kiss you.” But she’d smiled, and kicked him out of her cabin with a thank you.

      Ciko, the AI, still wasn’t back to normal, though. Getting there. Sometimes they played games. Word matching. Math. But now the games seemed confused sometimes.

      Ciko, oddly, riffing on the bare bear’s beer. Or searching for cube roots of negative numbers. Examining the old Zen paradoxes of one hand clapping or the sound of trees falling in deserted woods. The odd complexity of twin neutron stars orbiting a common center of gravity.

      It was fun, but sad. Ciko wasn’t quite her old self.

      “Hiya,” Beni said, pulling the truk up beside Angelie. The truk was a flat platform, with four toroid wheels. They were made from a springy mesh, with flexi-plasteel strips on the outer rim. Beni sat on a tall seat at the back, with the control panel–really just a wheel to steer and a throttle–in front.

      The truk’s platform was loaded with sturdy plastine barrels and crates in a variety of colors. Supplies and weapons for their stay. There were a variety of plasma and conventional rifles and handguns, some machetes and other blades, and some handheld electrical discharge units.

      Also, food, medical kits, inflatable sheds and latrines, tables and chairs. A whole raft of equipment for time out in the forest. There had been talk of setting up a second camp here at the wreck.

      The Husky was still in orbit. Too big to make planetfall. They’d come down in one of the landing skiffs. A simple aerobraking aircraft that screamed its way through Equis’s atmosphere at twenty thousand kilometers an hour, and slowed to landing speed.

      The skiff had hovered over the other clearing they’d found from orbit. Less than a kilometer away. Kadie, their pilot, brought them down easily, and they’d set up camp right at the clearing.

      They slept inside the skiff. It was a bit cramped, and got a bit whiffy by morning with all of them breathing, belching and farting, but with the unknowns of the forest, it seemed prudent to have the protection of the hull. You never knew what was waiting in the dark.

      “You know you shouldn’t be out here like this?” Beni said. He shut off the truk’s engine and the forest seemed quiet again.

      “Like what?” Angelie said. “Like I’m enjoying myself?”

      “Like you’re off on your own and no one knows where you are.”

      Angelie showed him her handheld. “I’ve got Ciko–”

      “Thanks to me.”

      “–so anyone can track me.”

      “Right.” Beni rolled his eyes.

      “It’s daylight. What’s going to happen?”

      “Did you not hear that howling?”

      “I heard it.”

      “It’ll be jackals. Something like that. And looking at this place, you can bet they come big.”

      “I thought wolves.”

      Beni shrugged. “Anyway, Gable’s got her back up about it. What the, unrepeatable, does she think she’s doing wandering off like this?”

      “You do a fair imitation of her voice.” Angelie said. Gable Kreiger was the expedition’s commander. Captain of the Husky. She liked to think she ruled every second of everyone’s lives.

      Beni raised his eyebrows. “I, myself, thought it was an excellent imitation. Anyway, enough of that. Where do you think we’re going to start work? I need somewhere to dump this stuff and head back for the next load.”

      “Oh,” Angelie said, with a vague wave off to her left. “Anywhere around here will be just fine.”

      “Not helping.” Beni started the engine and eased the truk ahead onto the vine-covered ground. He stopped about halfway from the edge of the forest to the wreck.

      Beni climbed off the seat and stepped down to the ground. “Come on,” he called. “You can give me a hand to unload all this.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” she said, tucking the handheld back into a pocket and heading over.

      The howling came again. Longer this time.

      “Do you think they’re closer now?” Beni said as he pulled one of the barrels onto its edge to roll it along.

      “Nah,” Angelie said, grabbing the next barrel. “They’re miles off.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it.”

      He was right. They were closer. But it was probably all right.

      Which of these containers contained the weapons, though? Angelie rolled hers along after Beni.
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      As Angelie and Beni worked on unloading the supplies, tiny birds darted around. Black, with yellow tips on their wing feathers, the birds twittered. They feasted, too, taking insects on the wing. Insects disturbed by the unloading process. Shaken from hiding spots under the leaves of the vines.

      Glints of light came from within the wreck. The sun, reflecting from those stagnant pools. The Raven had a lot of cavities and deck areas that seemed to do a good job of holding water.

      A lot of the exterior hull was missing. Had that come away in the crash? Or had it broken down over the years?

      Starships were hardy beasts. Able to travel across the void in mere months, when light itself took years. Their hulls needed to deal with the odd radiations of the translight environment, and had to cope with the rigors of starlight when in a system, and with the effects of a planet when in low orbit. Just grazing the atmosphere.

      But they weren’t meant to enter an atmosphere proper. And they weren’t meant to sit outside on the ground unprotected for decades. And certainly not in an environment like this.

      “What do you think caused the crash?” Beni said.

      “Bad luck,” Angelie said. “Or bad judgement.” She cocked her ear as a howl came again. From the other side. Beyond the wreck, and far off.

      “Something’s hungry,” Beni said. “Just like me. Hey, did you have breakfast yet?”

      Angelie shook her head. “I just headed out.”

      “Yeah. I hope I’m around when Gable has it out with you.”

      “I’m selling tickets if you want to come to that show.”

      “Funny, ha, ha.” Beni tapped at the code release panel on the lid of an orange barrel. Orange for survival. “Come eat.”

      Beni lifted the lid off and took out a couple of the palm-sized protein slab packs. He replaced the lid and put the packs on top. Angelie came over. Beni pulled the cord on each of the packs.

      They gave plumping sounds and expanded. After a moment, the packs burst, opening to form into the shape of plates under the yellow protein lumps. Steamy vapor rose from them.

      “Huh,” Beni said. “I guess that’s supposed to be an omelet.” He handed one to Angelie.

      She took it and tipped the plate so she could take a bite. It was egg. With cheese and herbs. It was hot and tasty. Not quite like a fresh-cooked omelet, but still pretty good. A nice, filling breakfast.

      “Well,” Beni said. “Bad luck, or bad judgement. That’s not an answer, really.”

      “It kind of covers it though, right?”

      “You know you can be really obtuse sometimes?”

      “I second that,” another voice said.

      Angelie looked over. It was Vikram, the other tech. While Beni took care of the machines, Vikram took care of the supplies.

      Vikram wore hiking boots like the rest of them, but he was in shorts, with his boney knees showing, and a short-sleeved shirt, revealing hairy forearms. A fat walkerbag trailed along behind him, short artificial legs stepping over the uneven ground. The bag’s fabric exterior wobbled like jelly as the contents moved around.

      “See,” Beni said, “I’m not the only one who thinks you’re obtuse.” He took another bite of his breakfast.

      “You’re obtuse too, Beni,” Vikram said. “So I wouldn’t go around gloating.”

      “Me? How am I ever obtuse?” Beni said, mouth full.

      Angelie laughed. Vikram laughed along.

      “All right you two,” Beni said. “Let’s get this truk unloaded and I can head back for another load.” He put the remains of his breakfast down on the orange barrel’s lid and went to get another container.

      Vikram bent his back into it and they got the last of the crates off the truk. “Do you think we need more stuff?” Vikram said.

      “Gable said to bring everything. The whole kaboodle.”

      “Kaboodle?” Angelie said.

      Beni sighed.

      “Anyway, I thought this was just a second camp?”

      “More efficient to work from here,” Vikram said. “We can just return to the skiff before nightfall and stay indoors until sunrise.”

      “Sixteen hours of dark,” Beni said. “Never going to get used to that.”

      “Fifteen hours, forty-two minutes,” Vikram said.

      “Ha!” Beni said. “If I’m obtuse, you’re pedantic.”

      “Well, you need to get it right.”

      “Okay,” Angelie said. “Now that we’ve established each others personality flaws, can we start getting this set up, so that we can get on with the day’s work?”

      “Good thought,” Vikram said. He gave Beni a good-natured sneer.

      Beni gave a gesture in response. He started the truk’s engine. “I’ll be back in, oh, forty-two minutes.” He drove off laughing.

      “Huh,” Vikram said, looking at the remains of Beni’s breakfast. “So we’re starting in on the emergency supplies now?”

      “Beni was hungry,” Angelie said. “I guess that was a kind of emergency.”

      Vikram shook his head. He lifted the lid on the orange barrel and took out another protein pack. “When in Rome...” he said.

      “Rome?”

      “Never mind.”

      As Angelie opened up one of the red equipment crates to get one of the inflatable sheds set up, she heard shouts from back toward the skiff.

      “What’s that?” Vikram said, looking around.

      “I don’t know.” Angelie stood. Beni and the truk were already out of sight. “Let’s go see.”

      She left the crate and headed for the forest.
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      Pine needles crunched underfoot as Angelie ran. The sappy smell of the forest was immediately stronger.

      The trees seemed closer together. And the spaces between them seemed darker.

      A bird darted out from behind a trunk. A blur of silver and black. The bird shot upward. It vanished among the branches.

      Another shout came from ahead.

      “It sounds like Willa,” Vikram said. He ran alongside Angelie. Already he was puffing.

      Willa was the sixth member of their team. She knew about Equis. She’d studied it as part of her pre-doctoral research. A simple glitch in documentation meant that she’d missed getting on the original team. The one that had come to examine the Raven. The team that had gone missing.

      Willa was probably the member of this team Angelie knew the least. Reserved and quiet. Not surprising really. Coming back to a planet where the team Willa should have been a part of, had vanished. Impossible to know what she was feeling coming out here.

      Angelie lost her footing. Slipping on a lumpy patch of damp needles. She stumbled.

      She flailed. Struggling to keep her balance.

      Windmilling her feet, she kept stumbling. Too late she saw the tree. She caught it a glancing blow. Shoulder and head.

      Momentum spun her away. She slammed onto her back with a grunt. The wind knocked out of her.

      She gasped. A root jabbed painfully into the back of her head. Sparkles flittered around the edges of her vision.

      Air wouldn’t
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